Occult fifth nerve dysfunction in multiple sclerosis.
Somatosensory evoked potentials (SEPs) were recorded following trigeminal nerve stimulation in 25 normal subjects. Mucosal stimulation of the lip resulted in a reduced stimulus artefact. The three initial peaks, N13, P19, and N30, measured respectively 12.8 +/- 0.9 S-3, 19.3 +/- 1.4 S-3, and 28.6 +/- 1.7 S-3. Blink reflex studies were also performed in most of these subjects. In 41.4% of 29 patients with established or suspected multiple sclerosis, the trigeminal SEP was abnormal. Additional use of the blink reflex raised the overall incidence of trigeminal nerve dysfunction to 51.7%. None of the patients had clinical evidence of fifth nerve involvement either historically or on examination. Four of seven patients with progressive spinal MS and two patients whose only deficit was that of optic neuritis, had abnormal trigeminal SEPs. It is concluded that occult involvement of the pontine fifth nerve structures occurs frequently in MS despite the rarity of corresponding clinical findings. The trigeminal SEP is a useful additional neurophysiological method.